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Many research funders have as
part of their remit a commitment
to public communication of
science. And, in some cases, this
extends to support for artists
working with scientific themes.
But rarely has this extended to
the support of scientists
themselves creating artworks.
Two years ago, however, Lizzie
Burns, a postdoc working in
Oxford University’s biochemistry
department, won funding from
the Medical Research Council to
produce a series of paintings
and photographs inspired by a
list of biochemical research
funded by the council.
Burns, who had developed an
interest in illustrations for
scientific journals and had had
some published, became
increasingly fascinated by the
ability of art to illuminate
biological topics.
Burns met with researchers
working within the fields she was
given by the MRC but quickly
decided that a lab-based
approach was not the way as so
many labs looked the same.
Instead she decided to tackle the
subject material directly after
discussions with the researchers
about what had inspired them in
their work.
The end result is a collection
of 27 paintings and photographs
with which she has toured India
with backing from the British
Council. She has also toured
primary schools where children
have been enthusiastic to paint
pictures based on things like
microbes.
Following on from the revealing
discussions she had with
scientists about why they chose a
research career — often because
of a single person or event early
in life — she hopes to win funding
to explore her artistic work.
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Tissue promise: An image of stem cells being grown in the laboratory directed to follow particular developmental pathways.
(Photograph: Medical Research Council, 2003.)
Battle lines: A painted image of HIV being destroyed by white blood cells.
(Photograph: Medical Research Council, 2003.)
